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SCHOLARS IN LARGE MULTI-DISCIPLINARY FIRST YEAR COHORTS 
ANDREA BLAKE1 and MATTHEW GRAY  
Queensland University of Technology 
ABSTRACT  
The first year of a property degree program is a time to establish threshold concept knowledge to acculturise students 
into their discipline or professional group. Due to the foundational nature of first year in many property degrees, 
students are enrolled in large, multi-disciplinary classes. There are several challenges in the delivery of large first year 
multi-disciplinary units to engage the student in a community of leaning to aid in student retention.  
Through action based research this study shows how social networking, particularly Facebook, can be used to create a 
sense of community across large, multi-disciplinary units to illicit ‘real time’ feedback from students and encourage 
peer to peer learning. This study assesses the benefits of using social media and considers the potential limitations of 
this medium. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Many professional services firms offering built-environment services have moved away from a discipline specific ‘silo’ 
model to a multi-disciplinary model where a level of synergy is achieved across various disciplines in the built 
environment. To simulate this real world experience the QUT Bachelor of Urban Development program has introduced 
a number of multi-disciplinary units within the foundational, intermediate and advanced stages of the degree. A study 
by Susilawati and Blake (2009) showed that there were many benefits associated with multi-disciplinary unit offerings 
across this QUT degree, however, these units were more difficult to manage. This study showed that these units were 
‘more difficult to organise, teach and coordinate... due to a difference in the prior knowledge and experience between 
each of the discipline groups’. In addition, these large multi-disciplinary units may be more challenging for lecturers 
and tutors who may have more limited face-to-face time with individual students. 
By its very nature property education is multi-disciplinary with coverage of many professional areas such as urban 
planning, law, economics, accounting, tax, building and sustainability and well as core property units. Many of these 
units are offered in a multi-disciplinary context with credit being given for more than one degree. Stakeholders are also 
in agreement that the curriculum should be integrated and these concepts should be taught in conjunction rather than in 
isolation (Koulizos, 2006; Newell, 2003). 
This action based research project is based around UDB101 Stewardship of Land, a multi-disciplinary unit which is 
programmed in the first semester of the Bachelor of Urban Development degree. The composition of the student cohort 
is from all of the Bachelor of Urban Development disciplines; property economics, construction management, quantity 
surveying, planning and spatial science.   It also draws quite a few students from other degrees within the built 
environment (e.g. design, architecture) as well as more broadly (e.g. law, environmental science).  This unit has been 
part of the Bachelor of Urban Development degree since its first offering in 2006. 
In addition to many of the management issues associated with large multi-disciplinary cohorts, UDB101 is challenging 
to deliver because of the complexity of many of the central concepts and the ambiguity associated with the notion of 
land stewardship. When students do not immediately see the relevance to their discipline area they are more likely to 
disengage from the learning process. For an academic early feedback as to the effectiveness of the student learning 
experience is useful as is the creation of a learning community where students engage in peer to peer learning. 
The aim of this paper is to identify how effective social networking tools are to improve the learning experience at 
university for first year students. In particular, this research project sought to ascertain how useful social networking 
(Facebook) is to establish a community of learners and provide an ‘early intervention’ tool to identify how effectively 
students are interpreting some of the essential concepts within the UDB101 curriculum. Although specific to the 
delivery of Stewardship of Land within the Bachelor of Urban Development degree at QUT, these concepts are 
transferable to the delivery of units with large multi-disciplinary cohorts. 
Typically, undergraduate students within a tertiary institution have a high degree of digital fluency. According to 
English and Duncan-Howell undergraduate students ‘habitually and fluently create user-generated digital content that 
they produce and share via tools, such as blogs, digital image repositories...digital audio or video files and SMS 
messages’ (2008, pg 597). Further, English and Duncan-Howell comment that the student cohort is distinguished by 
their participation in the online community, ‘The behaviours they exhibit are collaborative and communicative; they 
share their digital content, ideas, opinions and experiences online.’ (2008, pg 597) 
The use of Facebook is not new to student groups. When asked about frequency of Facebook use 23 of the 25 students 
who responded to the question used Facebook on a daily basis.  Although many students maintain connections with 
peers through Facebook to engage in social activities and peer academic support it is less common for academic staff to 
be included in on these conversations and to be connected or actually administer the group page. In addition, many 
universities have been slow to develop formal policies on the use of social networking in teaching and learning 
activities. QUT commonly uses Facebok and Twitter to engage with students and alumni in marketing and promotion 
activities but does not formally engage with students in social media within a teaching and learning space.  
This paper is structured as follows. Following a review of literature in the area the methodology of this action research 
project is discussed along with the pedagogical strategy adopted by academic staff in using Facebook. The outcomes 
and anlaysis of findings are discussed prior to conclusions being drawn and areas for further research identified. Finally 
the paper will hypothesise the advantages of using social networking such as Facebook to enhance the face to face 
learning experience for students. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
Studies have been undertaken into the application of Facebook in higher education however there has been very little 
academic discussion by property academics into the application of Facebook and other social media to property 
education. English and Duncan-Howell (2008) undertook a study into the use of Facebook to provide support to 
undergraduate business education student teachers who are undertaking teaching practicum. The pilot study undertaken 
by English and Duncan-Howell found that Facebook was a successful medium for establishing supportive tools to assist 
teachers on practicum, some in remote locations. It is noted however that the data may be skewed in favour of Facebook 
by virtue of the fact that the students had developed a relationship over their four year degree and this generated a 
certain amount of enthusiasm towards maintaining contact. The cohort under consideration in this study differs in that 
they are new to university study and have no prior experience with each other.  
Academics such as Peluchette & Karl (2008), Bosch (2009) and Lockyer & Patterson (2008) have undertaken studies 
into the use of social media to support student learning. Peluchette and Karl (2008) specifically focussed on examining 
student attitudes regarding use and appropriateness of content in student social networking posts. In the USA, students 
have been suspended from colleges and universities for posting racially offensive or sexually inappropriate material on 
their social networking status. Lockyer and Patterson (2008) undertook a case study approach to explore the potential of 
social networking technologies to enhance formal learning contexts. This study concluded that there were some positive 
learning outcomes and experiences for the participants of the study.  
The use of Facebook to create a network of students is inherent in its very function. Facebook’s mission is ‘to give 
people the power to share and make the world more open and connected’ (Facebook, 2012). In an educational context 
feedback from students is essential to ensure the best possible education experience is provided by higher education 
institutions. This view is supported by Callanan and McCarthy (2003). Facebook is a method of generating ‘real time’ 
feedback from students. Matthews (2006 in Bosch) considered Facebook as a way to reach over 75% of his target 
audience. In addition, Bosch (2009) identified the use of Facebook at the University of Capetown and academic 
engagement with students through Facebook. 
Despite some of the very positive qualities of Facebook and the potential to enhance student learning the literature and 
media reports concerning Facebook are not always positive. The potential dangers of Facebook have been highlighted 
by academics such as Bugeja (2006 in Bosch 2009) who warns that Facebook can potentially be a distraction in the 
class room and encourages students to learn to discern between when the use of such technologies is appropriate. The 
alternative approach that some universities are taking is simply to block Facebook on campus. 
It is envisaged that universities have been slow to formally engage in social networking activities related to teaching 
and learning because of some of the legal and social issues that have been experienced with Facebook. The recent 
(2011) Australian Federal Court decision of Australian Competition and Consumer Commission v Allergy Pathway Pty 
Ltd  have shown that Facebook user comments on the organisation’s social networking page which are found to be 
misleading or deceptive could put them in breach of consumer protection legislation. Following this theme, in the 
decision of Advertising Standards Board v VB Beer and Smirnoff the Australian Standards Regulator found that user 
generated content on an organisations’ Facebook page was in breach of the section 2 of the Advertiser Code of Ethics 
and this content must comply with advertising standards. 
Whilst these decisions don’t relate to the higher education sector it does raise some possible issues for universities in 
prescribing the use of Facebook as a forum for student exchange. What level of responsibility does the university have 
for user generated content that may be sexist, racist or otherwise discriminatory? As a minimum it may mean that 
universities should be firmly communicating expectations with respect to protocols for communication on social 
networking forums. 
 
METHODOLOGY AND PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH 
This study is an action based research project which is based on the delivery of UDB101 Stewardship of Land in 2012. 
This is a first year, first semester core foundational unit which is part of the UD40 Bachelor of Urban Development 
Degree at the Queensland University of Technology. This unit comprises students from property economics, 
construction management, quantity surveying, urban planning and spatial science. This unit was first offered in 2006. In 
2012 351 students were enrolled in UDB101. 
For the first time in 2012 a Facebook site was introduced by academic staff to help support students and create a 
community for learning. This site was used as a forum for students to interact in addition to the face to face contact at 
lectures and tutorials. This action based research project seeks to determine how students use the Facebook site as a 
means of supporting each other through peer to peer learning. 
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Observations of the students’ use of the Facebook site were undertaken across a semester of study in undertaking 
UDB101. Student discussion in this medium was voluntary and not linked to any form of assessment for the unit. 
Students also had access to a Blackboard site which included an on-line discussion forum and an announcements page, 
as well as unit synopsis, readings, and assessment items.  
Of the 351 students enrolled in UDB101 in 2012, 173 students (49%) of the cohort chose to enrol in the voluntary group 
Facebook site. The Facebook site was established as a ‘closed group’. According to Facebook this means that ‘any one 
can see the group and who’s in it. Only members see posts’ (Facebook, 2012). The only pre-requesite to joining the 
group is that the person must be a student who is enrolled in UDB101 in Semester 1, 2012. This was monitored by an 
academic staff member who took responsibility as the Administrator of the page. Interestingly, a further 28 students 
have joined the group following the completion of UDB101. This included students who are enrolled in Bachelor of 
Urban Development but did not undertake the unit it Semester 1, 2012. 
Recruitment of members to the UDB101 Stewardship of Land Facebook group was done via the UDB101 Blackboard 
site through an introductory ‘announcement’ which was distributed via email prior to the first lecture in UDB101. 
Students were also invited to join the group at the first lecture and through the lecture notes. An invitation was also 
given for students to join Twitter. However, students elected that Facebook was their preferred social networking 
medium, with less than ten students electing to follow tweets by the lecturer.  
The pedagogical approach to the use of Facebook was very much as a voluntary support tool to supplement the face to 
face delivery of the curriculum. The programming of UDB101 delivery included face to face lectures and smaller 
tutorial groups. In prior years tutorials were run for one hour every week, but this length of contact was deemed to short 
to have meaningful interaction to adequately explore concepts and ideas.  Students would just become settled into 
classes when it would be time to leave.  In 2012 this arrangement was changed to two-hour tutorials in week 2, 3, 5, 7, 
9, 11 and 13.  The intention was to provide the same number of contact hours, but in a more usable format.  Lectures 
followed a similar timetable, in week 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 9, 11 and 13, with a ‘drop in’ lecture-tutorial in even weeks 
Activity on the site was on “the wall” and was free for all members of the closed group to post and then to comment on 
others’ posts. The announcement made on Blackboard about the closed group was “Hi guys, I have just created a 
Facebook page for this unit.  It's at [URL]. Send me a request and I'll sign you in. Then you can use the space for 
discussion, posting pics and stories, and sharing with classmates.  No flaming please, offenders will be kicked.”  
In considering how the students used the Facebook page, posts were analysed from the establishment of the group on 26 
February 2012 (prior to week 1) to the 23 June 2012 which was the start of the Semester 2, 2012. The content of the 
posts were analysed to determine their nature including whether they were: 
- Seeking general advice 
- Seeking assistance with an academic task or theory 
- A comment that is to entertain or build a sense of community 
Analysis of the student posts were undertaken separately to those generated by the academic administrator.  
Initially the student posts were analysed to determine their content. More thorough observations are then achieved by 
reviewing the comments from members of the group in response to posts. In addition to the content of the posts, 
analysis was also undertaken of the role of the academic administrator in seeding posts and maintaining student 
engagement with the group. Inappropriate behaviours on the Facebook group were also identified in the analysis. 
This study is limited to observations made across one semester in the delivery of UDB101 in 2012. However, it is 
anticipated that the findings of this study would be transferable to the delivery of other property units in Australia, 
particularly those with a large multi-disciplinary cohort. 
 
ANALYSIS OF RESULTS 
The UDB101 group Facebook page had a high degree of uptake with 173 students (49%) engaging with the group 
across the semester. Interestingly, rather than terminating the group at the completion of the study period the group 
actually expanded to include another 23 students. At this point the group was renamed as a ‘Urban Legends of 2012’ 
and the pattern of use has continued with students assisting each other with assignment help for other units, general 
enquires concerning tutorial etc and some humour.  Even as late as November 2012, students enrolled in UDB101 in 
semester 1 were asking to join the group. 
There were 206 posts on the site during the period of analysis from 26 February to 23 June 2012. Of the total number of 
posts 94% (n=194) were from students with the academic posts only accounting for 6% (n=12). Once collected, the 
student posts were themed according to whether they were general advice, academic support, comments that entertain 
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or build a sense of community or inappropriate comments. These were the most identifiable themes when reviewing all 
of the posts. The comments which fed off these posts were then reviewed as a secondary activity and the academics 
posts and comments were considered separately.  
The outcome of the analysis of posts was as follows: 
 Academic support 80 posts 
 General advice – seeking or delivery 69 posts 
 Community building/entertaining 44 posts 
 Inappropriate 1 post 
Academic support 
The most dominant theme of posts on the UDB101 group page were those either seeking or giving academic peer 
support (n=80; 41%). Understandably most of the posts relating to academic support were clustered around the time of 
assessment submission. These posts ranged from questions concerning referencing and assignment submission 
requirements to complex legal and theoretical issues such as the following: 
‘Does anyone know the section of the Magna Carta that relates to land… I am missing it…’ 
This request for help generated a six comment conversation which extend student understanding of how the Magna 
Carta influenced private property rights. Although only two students actively participated in this discussion this thread 
was viewed by 172 students. 
Most of the posts that generated significant discussion related to referencing different sources of information and a 
discussion as to the most appropriate way to structure an assignment. This is not surprising for first year students who 
do not have experience with preparing assignments in higher education.  
There was a genuine willingness by students to help their peers via Facebook if they had made an attempt to understand 
issues and contribute to the conversation. Any attempts by students to use the group to shortcut their workload were 
either not responded to by the group or shut down quickly and often humorously. 
Interestingly, although the group was set up for UDB101 students there is evidence across the semester of the site being 
used for academic support on all of the first year Bachelor of Urban Development units.  
General advice 
This category had the second highest number of posts at n=69 or 33% of all student posts. Posts related to all manner of 
queries including when tutorials were scheduled, names of tutors, submission dates for assignments and submission 
requirements for assignments. This is not surprising considering that this is a first year first semester unit. Many of the 
issues raised relate to transitioning to university. These queries were able to be resolved peer to peer. The use of social 
networking for this purpose has the potential to relieve much of the time an academic teaching into the first semester of 
a degree may experience in answering more general queries from this student group. 
In previous years a discussion board was run on Blackboard as the sole method of online interaction.  The discussion 
board was run in parallel with Facebook in 2012.  Analysing the use of the discussion boards, it appears that use of 
Facebook may have contributed to increased use of the ‘official’ discussion board.  In 2012 there were 197 posts by 
staff and students to the single unit-wide discussion board, 128 by 50 different students.  This compares to 2011 when 
there were six discussion boards, one for each tutor, one assignment specific, and one general unit-wide.  The thought 
was that students might be more willing to post to smaller groups where ‘silly questions’ would be seen by fewer 
people.  However, across all forums there was a total of just 69 posts, with just 28 students making 39 posts.  The class 
format was different between these two years, with the same number of tutorial hours, but shorter more frequent 
tutorials in 2011, but it is hard to argue that this alone caused an increase of total ‘official’ student posts from 39 to 128, 
a three-fold increase. 
Community building/entertaining 
This category of posts that relate to community building or entertainment created the least number of posts (n=44; 
21%). These posts related to postings about student events, messages of support while working on assessment items and 
general statements about the degree, assignments etc. For example following  
‘Sons of university, sons of UDB101, I see in your eyes the same fear that would take the heart of me. 
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The day may come when the courage of students fails, when we forsake our friends and break all bonds of 
fellowship. But it is not this day. THIS DAY WE PASS!! 
An hour of exams, and shattered minds when the age of men comes crashing down! But this is not that day!! 
By all that you hold dear, on this good earth – I bid you STAND! Men of West!’ 
In addition to the posts that were purely to elicit conversation from peers many of the responses to posts by way 
comments were humorous including those in response to complex theoretical concepts. This built a sense of comradery 
in the group which assists students in transitioning to university. 
In addition, the site proved useful in dealing with an incident that proved confronting for many of the students. One 
student in the broader cohort developed active tuberculosis during the semester and the entire cohort was issued a letter 
from Queensland Health offering them tuberculosis screening. Many of the students were ignorant of the nature of this 
disease and were anxious upon receipt of the official letter. This process accompanied media attention in the Courier 
Mail with headlines appearing such as ‘Students tested for TB on Queensland University of Technology campus after 
classmate diagnosed’ (Gough 2012). Peer support was freely forthcoming via Facebook and many students found 
support from those who had been early in the screening process. For example one of the students commented as 
follows: 
‘…guys calm down! Yes it can be fatal…But only to those who don’t get it treated. It’s a low chance of 
contracting unless you have a low immune system, wait isn’t all uni students? Physch! Relax, I had the 
screening at school in yr 8 and it wasn’t anything. Meh, It’ll be all good’ 
This conversation relating to tuberculosis continued for 41 comments across a period of 7 days with comments 
discussing whether to go to the doctor and speculation as to who had active tuberculosis. This conversation 
demonstrates some of the positive and potentially negative aspects of the use of Facebook. This really did calm much of 
the hysteria surrounding tuberculosis but the preoccupation with identifying who was responsible could potentially 
marginalise the individual involved. The academic administrator did step in to end the conversation with the following 
comment: 
‘DON’T PANIC EVERYONE! Just follow the instructions in your letter. TB used to be a terrible disease 
before antibiotics, that incapacitated millions. The main symptom is a persistent cough, not even a bad one. 
The sort we all get at the end of first semester. With efficient tests and effective treatment it is no longer such a 
problem, but it is very infectious and it is important to be tested so that it can be controlled.’ 
Language and Tone 
Most posts and comments on the site were quite collaborative and supportive. However, there were examples of some 
posts that were inappropriate in that they contained comments that were racially or otherwise discriminatory and 
contained inappropriate language. This was the case in both the posts and comments on the site.  These tended to be 
isolated incidences, typically posted by the same person, and on several occasions were self censored or moderated by 
peers.   Interestingly, despite only an initial simple warning (namely ‘No flaming please, offenders will be kicked’), no 
further specific instructions or warnings to be respectful of each other were given by academic staff.  It appears that 
students are generally aware of the protocols for acceptable use of Facebook.  This is one potential advantage of using a 
technology that is already familiar to so many students.  This cultural awareness of what is appropriate in the online 
space has been previously discussed in relation to wikis, and the development of ‘wiki nature’ (Wikis in University 
Teaching and Learning - Richard Buckland UNSW 2009) and is discussed in another paper by the authors in further 
research on this cohort.  
Whilst it has been common place for some time that students arrange a Facebook page to interact with their peers 
frequently this doesn’t happen until later in their degree after they have established a face-to-face relationship. These 
sites are generally not endorsed by the university. The level of responsibility that the university has for posts or 
comments that are inappropriate or potentially discriminatory is yet to be determined. Whilst there is no case law 
relating to the use Facebook or support educational programs in Australia the recent decision by the Federal Court of 
Australia on 13 Aug 2012 to hold an organisation accountable for user-generated material on the corporation’s 
Facebook site (Korbl 2012) would at a very minimum would mean that a university should be alert to this possibility 
when considering the generation of a Facebook site to support teaching and learning activities. In a legal sense this does 
question to the role of an academic staff member in monitoring posts and comments and the legal responsibility of the 
university would be interesting although this is outside the scope of this paper. 
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Role of the academic 
The primary academic responsible for delivery of the unit also became the administrator of the Facebook site. The 
objective of the site was to establish peer to peer support so the role of the academic was initially to seed conversations 
by starting off the posts. There were 12 out of a total of 206 posts or 6% over the duration of the study. Not surprisingly 
the majority of these posts were at the outset of the study with more minimal posts around assignment due dates or 
when information sharing was necessary. Whenever the academic shared information on the Facebook site relating to 
the administration of the unit this was done concurrently with an announcement on the Blackboard site. This reinforces 
the voluntary nature of this site. Students who did not engage with the Facebook community were not academically 
disadvantaged through lack of access to official announcements.  It is arguable, however, that students who did engage 
on Facebook were able to garner greater peer support, more feedback on ideas, and reinforcement of shared learning 
experiences.  Facebook actually became a source of inspiration for some announcements to the entire cohort, as it gave 
an insight into the questions that students were struggling with.  Timely responses were then shared by the academics 
with the entire cohort. 
Although the academic administrator did not make many posts during the study period he took the role of monitoring 
the content of the site and intervening with comments to redirect the discussion when it was not proceeding 
constructively. He also made comments and posts which were friendly or funny in tone in order to develop his on-line 
personality so that he would be accepted by the student cohort on Facebook. For this reason the response to comments 
that were inappropriate was more in line with reorientating the students rather than reprimanding them. 
The importance of developing an on-line personality when using Facebook cannot be underestimated (Richardson and 
Swan 2003).  This is evidenced by interactions on the UDB101 Facebook site when another academic tried to start a 
conversation regarding how the students use social networking and their preferences, these poses were completely 
ignored. For example, posts from Academic 2 was as follows: 
‘How helpful was Facebook in UDB101? Did it help you with your academic learning or did you use it mainly 
for moral support?’ 
This post was designed to start a conversation however no student comments posted despite 171 students having seen 
the post. I would envisage this is because no previous attempts were made to engage with the student group in an on-
line environment. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Educators continue to search for ways of engaging with students to enhance their learning experience and illicit 
effective and timely feedback. Facebook and other social networking may prove to be useful tools. Although no 
comments were received from students explicitly stating that they found the UDB101 group page helpful, the usefulness 
of the page to students is evidenced by the fact that the cohort has continued to use the page long after the completion of 
UDB101 Stewardship of Land. The site continues to be used to obtain peer support for academic problems and social 
activities.  
In this study of the voluntary use of Facebook to support students engaged in a large, multi-disciplinary unit it was 
found that Facebook was an effective medium to enhance peer to peer support in the way of academic help and general 
queries that relate to transitioning to life at university.  
Of concern was the nature of some of the posts and comments on the UDB101 Facebook page that could be deemed to 
be discriminatory or otherwise inappropriate. The potential responsibility of the university for QUT endorsed sites is 
worthy of further consideration in line of recent legal precedent although outside the scope of this paper.  
In addition to the responsibility the university may have for user-driven content the other area that was identified as 
being worthy of further academic attention was to look at the learning outcomes of those who engaged in Facebook as 
opposed to those who did not to establish whether there was any correlation between student success and engagement 
on Facebook.  
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